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about her attentive, understanding husband who called every day. 
Samson, her ginger tom was not at home to greet her return. A warning. 
She'd loved that cat. 
She stopped buying antiques long ago. 
Geoff Goodfellow. Photo: Tony Holmes. 
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Geoff Goodfellow, writer and performer, was born in Adelaide in 1949, in 
whose working-class suburb of Semaphore he still lives. He left school at 
fifteen and worked at various occupations including steel fixer, hotel 
bouncer, boxing promoter, carpenter and salesman, before a severe back 
injury forced him to retire from his job as self-employed builder in 1982. 
He has been writing poetry since 1983; since 1984 he has performed 
throughout Australia and abroad, conducting writing workshops, holding 
posts as writer-in-residence, and addressing audiences, at a diverse range 
of institutions: schools, universities, arts festivals, gaols, maximum-security 
prisons, trade unions, sporting clubs, youth and welfare groups, employer 
and management-training authorities, and industrial sites. Geoff Good-
fellow has toured internationally on two occasions (Europe, China and the 
USA in 1988, Germany in 1992). His publications (all Wakefield Press) in-
clude: No Collars No Cuffs (1986, 1989); Bow Tie & Tails (1989); No Ticket No 
Start (1990); and Triggers: Turning Experiences into Poetry (1992). 
This interview was conducted by Gordon Collier and Geoffrey Davis in 
the latter's apartment in Aachen, Germany, on Sunday, 27 June 1992. 
In tenns of your reading and in terms of getting people to write, you've gained 
access to institutions in Australia such as prisons and schools - there may be a 
great divide between those two sets of institutions - and you have done so 
through determination and persuasion. What do the authorities think of what 
you're doing? And: there's a widespread conviction that Australian society is 
characterized by militant or aggressive egalitarianism. Does authority in Australia 
play along with this formative myth? 
I don't reckon there's much difference between schools and gaols except 
with schools you go home at three-thirty in Australia. Often the people 
who set the rules up in schools are very much like the people that run the 
gaols. There are also those people in schools who want to censor me; there 
·are certainly people in gaols who want to censor me, and I've been sub-
jected to many discussions within gaols over censorship issues. I always 
'.fight those issues, though, and I guess part of the Australian tradition of 
a larrikin is quite evident within me because of my own family 
[background. I was brought up by people who challenged, and who set 
themselves up as adversaries; so it's natural for me to want to work in 
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that environment. So I've had struggles with gaols, with the Drug and 
Alcohol Services Council.... They agreed to my doing a three-months resid-
ency there in 1990, and then they did a bit of background checking, and 
made me sign a form to say that I wouldn't write material critical of the 
way that they ran their system- which distressed me somewhat; but they 
had me placed in a position where that residency hinged on another- the 
whole lot was combined under one funding body, and I had to play ball 
with them to a certain extent. But I certainly gave them a good deal of 
argument during that residency - so much so that one worker who was 
quite on side with the way that I challenged the system wanted me to do 
some further work. And mid-way through the arrangements, they tried to 
pay me a labourer's rate, as a way of dissuading me from taking the job. 
I took that up as a challenge, and said: 'I'll get in touch with the Transport 
Workers' Union and I'll stop all deliveries to your depots.' The bloke that 
I put that on was, I thought at that stage, a good bloke; he asked me not 
to go that way, that it would be embarrassing for him in his position, so 
I dropped off. So I guess I do drop off at times. But most times I fight 
them. 
In order to get in, do you have to engage in any kinds of covert activities? 
The covert activity's more so when you're in there. I guess that you've got 
to sell yourself in, and that's difficult at times. With the gaols, it's not so 
difficult to sell yourself in to the upper hierarchy; it's the middle manage-
ment that cause the problems. The upper hierarchy are generally quite lib-
erated people who really want to change the system. And inasmuch as I'm 
a trade-union poet in many respects, it's the power of the union that oper-
ates within gaols, particularly in South Australia - the power that that 
union has, the hold it has over the management- that causes quite a deal 
of distress. And that particular union won't have a bar of me. 
You said a couple of days back that poetry doesn't change the world- it has a 
catalytic function, which can bring about change, or persuade people to change 
and instigate processes of change. You've brushed up against, or have run into, 
authority at pretty well the highest levels of Australian political culture. How 
much goodwill did they bring to this venture, assuming that you brought all the 
goodwill you could, and how much goodwill have you had left over after this en· 
counter witl1 them? 
Many of them have lent reasonable support, but they don't really want to 
go the whole hog. They might believe that you're doing the right thing, 
but they don't want to set themselves out on a limb; and that was brought 
home to me when I did a tour in Tasmania with the Federal Minister for 
Justice and one of his advisors, who said: 'The only reason you're in my 
car is that the Federal Minister knows that if you're in his car talking to 
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Jim'- it was a two-hundred-kilometre drive from Hobart to Launceston 
.. 'you'll be goin' wah-wah-wah about all yer mates that are languishing 
a cells all around Australia, trying to get them out! So I've got the job to 
ilrive you up there because of it.' That in some way shows that they know 
tbat I'm an urger; and you have to be an urger to operate the way that I 
.do. I think I can go back to that Minister and get further assistance from 
I know I've got an open-door poHcy with the bloke who runs Correc-
Services in South Australia; but he's also told me about the way the 
operates in Australia: when I've caused trouble inter-state. For in-
1 caused quite a bit of trouble in Darwin Prison in 1990, they were 
the phone every day from Darwin, ringing through to Adelaide trying 
get some guts on me that would allow them to put the dampers on me. 
do you mean by 'causing trouble'? 
170 prison officers threatened to go on strike in Darwin Prison if I 
into the Berrimah gaol, because I'd been into the Beatrice Ilill gaol 
I'd established that there was an isolation block there that they held 
mers in. I was given a tour of this gaol by this prison officer for much 
long - he showed me the pig-pen and the fowl-yard and the bake-
and I said: 'Look, fair dinkum, I've come here to talk to the pri-
- you know, I've seen these sorts of things before, I want access to 
prisoners.' 'I've been told I have to give you this tour,' he says, 'but 
we go, I just want to point out this area over here,' and he's 
out this huge, flat area of turned-over earth. Then he said: 'That's 
main occupation of the prisoners here.' And I said, 'Whaddaya mean?' 
'Well, they dig the mimosa grass out'- mimosa is a native Amer-
grass that has somehow got established in the Northern Territory and 
takes over like bamboo- and I said (I looked up at the sky, and it 
about a 38-degree day, it was bloody hot): 'So they go out there and 
that up through the day, do they, in the sun?' And he said, 'Yeah,' 
I said: 'How much do you pay 'em?' and he said '35 cents per day 
man.' I said, 'Fair dinkum! I thought slavery' d been abolished!' I said 
out, mate! If you asked me to go and dig that fuckin mimosa 
out for 35 cents a day I'd tell ya to get fucked, straight off!' And he 
'Well, you'd go on the go-slow,' and I said, 'Well, you'd better show 
the go-slow.' So he took me over to a pair of adjoining rooms no 
than an average Australian toilet, and he said, 'That's where you'd 
about a metre two hundred wide and twenty-one hundred deep and 
twenty-five hundred high, and it had a little window in the back 
was well above eye-level. The front was just a barred door, basically. 
he said, 'That's where you'd go- in there.' There was no hand-basin, 
He said, 'Of course, you get a camp-stretcher to sleep on and a 
for a toilet.' And I said, 'Okay, so you're gonna come back the next 
and tell me to dig mimosa grass up for 35 cents a day, and I'm 
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gonna tell you to get fucked again straight off; so whattaya goin' to do? 
Bring back half a dozen of your mates and bash me? If I'm backed into a 
corner- you know: I'll fuckin go right off in there, and no-one's going to 
get in behind me.' He said, 'Look, even the big Groote Eylandters' -and 
they're much bigger than the Australian Aboriginals, and bear in mind: 
this prison has got about 95% black population - he said 'Even the big 
Groote Eylandters, when we come over the next morning, they say: 
"Please boss, please, let me out, boss, let me out! The mozzies're eatin' me 
up, boss!"' I said, 'Yeah - you fuckin arse!' Well, when I got back into 
Darwin, I found out that there was some film of this isolation block; I 
wrote a poem about the cell and got the ABC to run the film, I read the 
poem, backed up by the film, and caused a good deal of strife up there. 
But, again- looking at poetry as a catalyst for change- what did happen 
there, after that poem was written, was that those cells still exist - but 
now with a handbasin, with a flush toilet, with flyscreens on the doors, 
flyscreens on the windows, no prisoner to be kept in there for longer than 
twenty-four hours without express permission of the Manager. So- that's 
what I mean when I say that poetry can change things. It can highlight 
things; I mean. no-one is really interested in prison reform in Australia-
I don't think anywhere in the world too much. Politicians certainly aren't 
interested in it. People want revenge- it's our natural instinct as animals 
to want revenge. So most of us would think: 'Well, let's build bigger pri-
sons and let's give people longer sentences.' But most of the people we 
send to gaol get out, so I guess we have to temper our concerns with 
some degree of humanity, or we're gonna pay a much bigger price than 
what we're paying now. 
I wonder what sort of perception the prison management and screws have devel· 
oped of what it is that they're seeing coming through the gates to talk and read 
to prisoners. Do they see you as a poet, or as a political militant and shit-stirrer' 
Exactly. 
Do they have any idea of what poetry is? because at various times you've alluded 
to a myth they have, or maybe it's only a weapon- a backlash weapon- of clas-
sifying poetry as 'poofter stuff. They know you're a hard man- it's got around 
- and you can deal out as much as you get. Are they scared of- the word? 
They're scared of being pointed out. They're scared that I'm gonna see 
something that they're doing, or that I'm gonna grab a phrase that they 
use, and that I'm gonna put them on the page. I think that's their biggest 
fear. They also see me less as a larrikin than as a lout. There's a big dif-
ference between a larrikin and a lout in Australia. They see me as being 
far too liberal and very anti-authoritarian; they see me being extremely 
aggressive because of the way that I read poetry. I mean, I don't reaUy 
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read poetry, I perform poetry. I make them aware of my presence when 
rm in the gaol, too; and I have a rule that no prison officers should come 
Into the room when I'm working, and I fight to maintain that, because if 
rm going to be running a workshop and having blokes writing stuff, I 
don't want screws to see what they're writing, because I'll be getting them 
to write about those people who are brutalizing them. And about other 
issues: I mean, I try and get them to look at their lives, and I think if we 
can look at our lives we start to find some answers. We can see the spin-
off effects, not only on ourselves but on our victims, if there are victims; 
or we can start to get some notion of why we are like we are, if we're 
going to write about what our family life has been. I guess that most of 
the screws are people who have very little education; they're not very 
much different from the prisoners themselves, so it's a bit scary for them. 
They know what you're doing - they watch you all day if you're in there, 
they can see you walking, they can see who you're communicating with; 
they've got pretty much total control over you- but they can't really see 
what you're thinking. and if they know that you're reading and writing 
a lot of poetry, it terrifies them if they can't get hold of the page and see 
what's going on. 
Htroe you ever sort of turned round any screws? I mean, not through trying to, 
lleozuse your concerns lie completely elsewhere. But have you ever convinced any 
f/ the screws of the validity and worth of what you're doing? Or are they even 
unregenerate than the prisoners? 
If you're gonna work in that area, it's very hard to walk a double line and 
have conversations with the screws and conversations with the prisoners. 
So I choose to ignore the prison officers. [ ... ] I'll minimize whatever con-
versations I have to have with them, because I think that if I'm seen by 
the prisoners talking to those officers- and often they'll be watching me 
mme through the yards - they could think that I'm having two bob each 
And I guess that I've got to be staunch and face up to the fact that 
_.nnrhness is a big part of prison life. [. ... ] I can't be a politician; I'm no 
by any stretch of the imagination. And when I've tried I've 
I tried one night in a hotel in Port Lincoln, which is a country gaol 
were a group of six prison officers in the hotel who spoke to me 
I walked through the hotel, and I'd just arrived at the hotel to go to the 
the next day. I heard this pommy accent, and I thought: 'It's gotta be 
,' and I sort of gave him half a nod, went to the bar, bought the 
that I was after, and on the way back I had this conversation with 
in my own head, and r thought: 'They might be farmers that have 
broke, they might be just a different culture of people to those that 
in city prisons'; so when I went back I stopped and said, 'Oh, 
got a couple of new arrivals'; 'cause a couple of my regular blokes 
were in the main gaol in Adelaide had been shifted over there. 'Yeah, 
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we've got Spike and Trevor Gardiner here.' And I said, Well, they're both 
a couple of good blokes, actually.' And he says, 'You can tehk them baack 
with ye if ye lahk.' And I says, Well, I wouldn't mind; I don't judge a 
bloke by his tattooes' - Spike's covered in them - I said, 'Spike's got a 
heart as big as a lion, and that's how I judge a man, not by what he's 
wearing on his body as far as blue ink is concerned. And as for Trevor, 
Trevor's just a poor harmless bloody junkie; I've known him for nearly fif-
teen years.' And he says: What's Spahk, a fookin weht-lifter?' And I said, 
Well, you fuckin see him every day of the week- ask him, don't fuckin 
ask me, I'm not a fuckin copper, I'm not here to be fuckin questioned; 
you're seeing him every day - talk to him, ask him.' And he's looked at 
me, and I had this new jacket on which had quite wide shoulders and 
made me look half as big again as what I was, and he said: What are ye, 
a weht-lifter too?'. And I said, 'No, I'm a poet, and a former professional 
boxer.' He said, 'A professional boxer wraatin poetry?! Isn't that sweet!' 
And I said, 'Tough men cry, mate - tough men cry.' This other screw 
leaned through the group, and he said, 'Oh, we're not too bahd a boonch 
over here, Geoff,' and I said, 'Yeah, the screws here do seem better than 
the screws in Adelaide.' And he said, this first bloke: 'Ah dawn't lahk 
bein' called a screw.' And I said, Well, get another fuckin job, then.' He 
says: 'Ah dawn't lahk bein' called a screw!' and got a bit more aggressive 
in his stance. I said: Well, don't tell me - tell the fuckin C.E.S. 
[Commonwealth Employment Service)' He says: 'I dawn't lahk bein' caJied 
a screw!!'. And I said, Well, can you write? Get a job as a parkin' in-
spector!' And he's lifted his fist, and he says: 'Ah ought to ... ! Ah ought 
to ... !' And I said, Well, you fuckin go for it, mate- but you fuckin miss 
with the first one, and I'll knock you right fuckin out; you can have it in 
here or in the fuckin car park; I'm real easy if it has to come to that.' And 
this bloke who was the acting manager of the gaol was there in the group 
-and he was formerly from Yatala, and I guess that, of all the screws I'd 
met, he would be the most fair man that I've met- Tony Kelly is his name 
- he's grabbed me on the shoulder and said, 'I think it's time for you to 
go, Geoff; and again he had the pommy accent. And I said, 'You might 
be right, Tony.' Anyway, I've got out to the gaol the next day, and this 
particular officer that had the loud mouth had the dark glasses on -I 
guess they wear dark glasses 'cause they don't very much want to haw 
eye-contact with you; and he's got the arms folded, and the dark glasses 
on, and as I walk past him I said: 'I'll tell the blokes what a fuckin dog 
you are, too!' And I did, naturally, and they gave him shit; and the next 
time I went back, I was barred from the gaol, and the reason given was 
for threatening to assault a prison officer. So I went into town, saw the 
Head Office at the Department of Correctional Services, argued my~ 
told them the full story, and said that the prison officer had in fad 
threatened to assault me, and I'd agreed that if he wanted to do it that 
way, well, that was okay. And I got entry into that gaol again. But whet 
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I went back there with the permission of Head Office, they still tried to 
lllop me. So I said, 'Well, ring up Head Office and check it out.' And they 
Slid, 'We're autonomous here, we dawn't have to.' And I said, 'Either you 
ring them up and do it, or I'll go down the phone, I'll ring up the radio 
ltations and the TV stations and we'll have a discussion here at the gaol 
-we'll get you a bit of media coverage.' So they went into a huddle, came 
back to me, and said, 'Yes, you can come in.' So they've taken me in; and 
he says, 'Ye'll have to weht for ten minutes till we get soom blawks oop.' 
Anyway, ten minutes later, they're all fuckin smirking at me and winking 
and fuckin walking past, and I thought: 'They're up to something.' Any-
way, they've taken me into the room, and there's twelve of the blackest 
faces I've seen in an Australian gaol together as one group. And they said: 
'There you are, Mr Goodfellow, we've gawt a group for ye from the 
Pitjantjatjara lands! They only speak Pitjantjatjara!' And I walked in, and 
lsaid 'Nyuntu ini ngananya? Ngayulu ini Kunmanaranya; nyuntu palya?' 
Which is 'Hello, my name's Geoff Goodfellow, what's your name?' And 
lbat blew 'em out. And this screw looked at me and he says: 'Do you 
apeak their language?' And I said, 'Well, you do, don't you? Don't you 
apeak to them in Pitjantjatjara?' He says, 'No, no-o-o.' And I says, 'Well, 
JOU should; 'If you're going to have prisoners from the Pitjantjatjara lands, 
should be speaking to them in their tongue.' And he just shook his 
and wandered off. Anyway, I was doing a Pitjantjatjara language 
10W'Se at that time, and I knew just enough to be able to talk to them. I 
that in my presentation of poetry I'm an oral poet- I use my eyes, 
hands, my body; I use a different range of voices and intonation- and 
people, I mean, their whole culture reads that sort of information 
as much as anything else. And they just pissed themselves with 
lli..-hto .. for two hours. They dead-set loved it. 
screws with their pommy accent; and the Pitjantjatjara- there are two ques-
relating to etlmicity here. 
the Poms have accused me of being racist, too; and I should say 
But I said, 'Well, how do you determine that?' They said, 'You have 
these pommy voices' -'cause I've got particular poems where I use 
accents to highlight them - and I say, 'Well, it's not being racist, 
the reality of the situation' - that there are around about 80% Poms 
in the prison service, and all I'm doing is picking up on the fact 
there are those Lancashire voices, Yorkshire voices, London voices, 
driving them home. 
enclaz,e of screws - 80 percent, as you say, from what used to be called 
- what the hell do they do it for? Is tfrere a form of internal alienation 
here? You might say that in some way they're not Australians, or don't 
to be tuned in. 
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I think that they take the job because you don't need specific educational 
qualifications. Any mug can do it. Australians in the main don't really 
want to turn a key on their brother. There are Australians in that job, of 
course, but in the main they're Poms. I think they often get their mates to 
come in when their mates arrive out here: 'Oh, coom aht here, you'll get 
a job aht here, you dawn't need no qualifications.' And you can also get 
a lot of overtime out of that job, because if you stir blokes up and create 
a jack-up you've got immediate overtime. You don't have to be too bright 
to work out how to get a bit of overtime if you're a screw. You just start 
terrorizing a few people and you'll have it quick-smart. The people who 
take the jobs have been oppressed most of their lives; you give someone 
a bit of power, whether they be a prison officer or a poet, and they can 
abuse it. I'd say, being fair, that sometimes I do abuse my power as a 
poet; but I think that the majority of them are abusing their power every 
moment of the day. 
You've come across nobody who has linguistic skills in Aboriginal languages who 
works for the Prison Services - specifically delegated to work with the /we 
Aboriginal population? 
No, no; you get the occasional Aboriginal prison officer, but they get that 
hard a time from the prisoners that they don't normally stay in the job 
very long. So I guess there're major problems there; I don't know how you 
can overcome those sorts of problems. 
If we slapped the stock label of white working class on you, it doesn't auto-
matically align well with your commitment in terms of close-up familiarity with 
Aborigines. Do you see yourself as in any way untypical of the great mass of the 
white Australian working class? 
I think that I'm in a minority there. I've been chastized for walking in 
marches down the main streets of Adelaide; I've been given a hard time 
by blokes that I've known all my life, and I say, Well, get fucked, you 
know, they deserve some quality of life too'; I mean, everyone deserves 
a quality of life. Through the Seventies I made a good deal of money, I 
had a successful business, I had a V-12 Jaguar; and the turning-point in 
my life was that I hurt my back really badly, and I was sitting in a coffee 
lounge one day in a northern South Australian town, squirming in pain, 
having muscle-spasms, and I looked at my watch, and just as I looked up, 
three Aboriginal blokes staggered past the window, and they were all 
drunk and had binder-twine tying their shoes up and cuffs dragging on 
the ground and beanie hats pulled down over their ears and dirty old 
coats on and a bottle of plonk in their hands. But they were all laughing. 
And here I was in my own little safe white environment, with my nice 
car, and my nice clothes on, and looking at my expensive French watch; 
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and I thought: I've got all these fuckin material possessions, and I can't 
laugh, and here are these blokes with the arse hangin out of their pants, 
and they're laughing in the face of what most whites would term great 
adversity. And I thought: where are they going? And I thought: they're 
going round the pub to drink. Now, you know, I've never had a drink in 
my life, 'cause I'm too terrified. I know I'd be a maniac if I did. But, I 
thought: if I was a drinker, I could go round there and perhaps I could 
learn something from them. And I thought about it, and when I got back 
to Adelaide I went and enrolled at the then Underdale College of Ad-
vanced Education to do an associate diploma in Aboriginal Studies. I'd 
been expelled from high school at 15; I never passed Year 10- always told 
that I was a dill and a half-wit and a birdbrain and wouldn't be any good 
etcetera etcetera. And I was really sceptical about whether I could per-
form. I had three children at that stage, two of my sons were at high 
school, and 1 thought: well, I've got nothing that I can do; I can't do any-
thing physical for the rest of my life, I really have to learn some new 
skills; I'd just started to write poetry. And I went and did this course. 
Well, after I was there for three or four weeks I soon woke up- an associ-
ate diploma wasn't worth a scratch of cockie-shit, and they'd dudded me. 
But I thought: if I pull out, my kids are gonna think that I'm piss-poor and 
I can't handle it, and I thought: I really want to be here to find out if I'm 
an idiot or not. So I stayed for twelve months; I got seven distinctions out 
of the nine subjects, I worked out that I wasn't a dill, I started reading 
books, I could see the value of books, though when I went to school we 
were made to read poets that had been dead for two hundred or three 
hundred years and I couldn't understand the language that was in it. I 
pess I still can't, and don't want to, understand that language now. I 
want to use the language that people speak every day of the week. 
kind of subversive freeing-up you're working towards all the time involves 
ing people away from what you've called their 'punch mentality'- in a way, 
harnessing the energies and the mind-set of that self-same 'punch mentality'. 
suppose I'm trading off the aggression that the people with the punch 
aaentality have, but instead of it being a physical aggression that's turned 
someone to damage them, or to damage your own self- your fist, for 
punching it through a door- to use that energy so that you rc-
that experience and become de-traumatized by dealing with it. I don't 
them not to feel that anger: some people are always going to feel 
at the injustices they have suffered, that they have caused, that have 
thrust on them; but if they can understand where that anger comes 
and if they can learn something about themselves by going through 
anger, maybe time and time again, I think then that the cogs start to 
A lot of people find that too confronting. Some of my audience are 
scared to come and talk to me after a reading because they think that 
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I'm a fuckin lunatic! A violent person that's likely to bite the tip of their 
nose off. 
It's also the classic role of the poet at the peak of his power, isn't it? Of course, 
that rather depends on the nature of the audience, and you seem to be speaking 
to radically different audiences, from students at university to prisoners and .... 
Yeah - now, prisoners will just flock in to hear the type of stuff that l 
read, and all of a sudden they're seeing this aggression that's normally a 
big thump of the fist as something that's just pouring out of the mouth. 
But they're seeing it in the rest of my body, and they're relating to it, 
they're keying in straight away, and they're seeing themselves in me, I 
think. Many of my audiences who have seen perhaps very 'violent' things 
in their life - maybe a tea-towel fight in the kitchen, with the end of the 
towel being put under the tap first, you know?- they can't relate to what 
I'm on about. They don't want to know about people's noses being bitten 
off in hotels, or people's eyes being pulled out in pubs and squashed into 
the floor. But if poetry is going to be written about the birds and butter-
flies floating around the Oval, it's gotta be written about those real parts 
of our society, too, that sometimes don't get spoken about very much. 
There are many poets who are writing about all these beautiful things in 
life, and that's not to say I don't appreciate the beautiful things. But I 
want to chronicle, too, the horrors that I've seen, because I think that they 
can be a catalyst for change. If a young bloke hears a poem about a bloke 
getting his eye pulled out in a pub and squashed into the floor, or some-
one getting their nose chewed off, maybe when they're at high school in 
Year 10 or 11 or 12- I mean, they might be getting away with most of the 
kids in the school and being able to belt everyone there and thinking 
they're pretty good. But they hear a poem like that and they might think: 
'Well, shit! some people don' t know any fuckin rules; maybe I'd better 
pull out of this game!' That's one of the reasons I want to write. 
A lot of people see prisons as being a kind of reflection of society and social struc-
tures in an extreme form. Although the everyday existence that prisoners lead in 
these institutions is ritualized and highly artificial, even in terms of whate-ver 
work they're going to be engaged in or forced into. Let's jump back out of this 
environment and into another one that you're engaged in - building-sites, 
factories; the actual structure of the everyday, workaday world. You would see dif· 
ferences, would you? 
Yeah; and one of the very interesting things about this is those poems of 
mine that are very critical of the prison system often are not well received 
by blokes on building-sites. There's only really a minority that will reaUy 
be ready to accept those poems as valid, because they've done a night in 
the cells or they've got a brother that's done a whack in gaol, or maybe 
Geoff Goodfellow Interviewed by Gordon Collier and Geoffrey Davis 37 
they themselves have been in for a short period of time. But most of those 
people that work on building-sites have got a very strong work-ethic, and 
they don't recognize that often prisoners see crime as being work anyway. 
They see them as being bludgers on society, and they're not particularly 
sympathetic to the sorts of attitudes that I reveal through writing about 
prisons. But there again, those workers want their story told, too; and I 
guess everyone wants his or her story told. And those building-workers, 
after having a serve of me on a building-site, will often come up to me on 
the street and say, 'Ah, mate, you're our voice, you're our medium, you're 
our main man- you know; it's terrific that you're writing stories about us 
or poems about us or telling people what we do.' I mean, they really do 
see their working lives as being a little bit more significant than what they 
were before. I think it provides dignity for lives that are often very much 
underrated- except for the blokes working on the job: they've got dignity 
there, amongst themselves, but going and sitting on a bus on the way 
horne from work in a shitty old pair of jeans and a dirty old shirt, they'll 
notice that people don't want to sit next to them; that's one of the reasons 
that maybe they see themselves as being not very significant. 
It seems to me that there's a difference between building-workers and prisoners, 
11r your work with them, in that you are teaching through writers' workshops to 
gtt prisoners to verbalize their own experience. You're not just going in to per-
~ your work. What about the kind of feedback you've had from prisoners as 
IIIey begir1 to find their own voice through what you're teaching them? 
prison, on an average, ten percent of the prison population will attend 
the workshops. They're not compulsory. I'm allowed to put posters up, 
and they're generally for two-hour sessions. So in a prison like Yatala 
where there are a hundred prisoners, there will generally be ten that 
attend as regular as clockwork. Often what the authorities have done, 
tough, is to put on football matches or basketball matches at the same 
time to clash on the same night at the same time, to try and draw my 
•ience away. Sometimes that has had an effect; but there are always 
really staunch blokes who recognize what the politics of the prison 
and why that is occurring. So they'll come regardless, even though 
be really eager to get off their chairs and get out there; they'd be 
me. And of that ten that will come, I would say that probably seven 
write a reasonable amount. There'll always be that two, three or four 
be more interested in listening than in writing, that are too scared 
themselves. What I do is show them drafts of poems that I've 
......, .. o:u, so they can see that this isn't something that's happened once, 
happening over twelve drafts or fifteen drafts. They can then see that 
spelling errors; I'll expose myself; and in the book that I've just 
111H15ned, Triggers, I've put a draft that has got a word spelt wrongly. My 
said, 'Well, you can't publish it with a word spelt wrongly,' and 
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I said, 'Get fucked! You know- I'm a goose; I'm not perfect, and I don't 
want to show myself as being perfect.' So I try to show them that dic-
tionaries are there for mugs like us, and that we should use them, but that 
it shouldn't stop us from saying what we need to say. I show them my 
handwriting, which is generally quite untidy- I mean, it's scrawly, or I 
write generally in block letters but it's not neat. But I say, 'Well, this is 
what the general public sees when a book is put out,' and show 'em the 
print-face, 'so it doesn't matter how untidy your handwriting is, how bad 
your spelling is - don't let that stop you from telling your story.' And 
many of them get a real buzz out of telling their story. Many of them then 
don't have the self-confidence to be able to express themselves verbally 
the way that I will, so I'll give them that additional skill of how to per-
form the poem, and run performance workshops for them also, to show 
them how much stronger their work is than what they may perceive it to 
be. And I go through the poems and, say, show them things like under-
statement and overstatement, and talk about that; I try to talk about things 
in a very simple sort of a way. I mean, I'm not a very complex sort of a 
person; I might write poetry that is sometimes complex and has several 
layers of meaning, but generally I see poetry firstly as being communica-
tion. So I tell them to communicate and to trade off the language that is 
within them, not to use heightened English, not to use a thesaurus, but to 
use the storehouse of language which we all have as individuals. 
But one of your particular concerns is the way in which the social life of a lot of 
these people is impoverished by things like certain kinds of mass communication 
- that they can be rendered silent, even without knowing it. Do you see yourself 
as revitalizing that which is dormant inside these people, then, and battling 
against certain forms of mass communication that tend to deaden people? 
Yeah, most certainly. I've published three books of stuff by people in 
institutions, and when T publish their books I distribute them to schools 
and to sociologists that I know, and to people that I know need some 
more depth of understanding about what their lives are. And part of the 
deal is that contributors always get three books - they get a book for 
themselves, a book for their mother, and a book for their father. Because 
most of them come from split families. Or, in the case of adults, maybe a 
book for their wife, another one for their parents. But always getting three 
books, and then trying to get those books into prominent places where 
they'll be seen. Another way that I've got their poetry out is, I had a radio 
program put together of writing done by women at the Northfield Wo-
men's Prison in South Australia. They had a night of radio in Adelaide on 
the university radio station; which doesn't mean they had a gee-normous 
audience. But I took a swag of poetry from the Northfield Women's Pri-
son, got a group of women to read the stuff, they put out a program, and 
then I took a bundle of cheques up to the gaol- for $15, $30, $45- and 
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that caused a storm of protest from the authorities, 'cause you're not 
allowed to earn money while you're in gaol. They were dead-set spewing. 
Then I said, 'These cheques are not negotiable, they've got to be paid into 
the accounts of the women.' It was a big buzz for those women to have 
their voices heard and to be able to hear themselves, or hear their own 
work read out publicly. There was a section in one of the books that I put 
out from the Northfield Women's Prison- there was a big pommie screw 
that was sexually harassing the women, so I said, 'Well, write a poem 
about him and put 'im in his place; and this is the purpose of poetry for 
me, and it can be the purpose of poetry for you too.' And everyone in the 
prison knew who the sexual harassment offender was. I then went into 
Head Office and tried to get hold of a group of leaflets on sexual harass-
ment to give to the women- I rang the Women's Advisor in the Premier's 
Department and got her to go out and speak to the women about sexual 
harassment, and said, 'You know, these women shouldn't be getting sexu-
ally harassed by male prison officers, it's not on; if it were happening in 
private industry these blokes' d be in court or they'd be dismissed.' It took 
a bit of shunting around to get that attended to; but they're the sorts of 
activism, too, that the middle-management people don't like me getting 
involved with. 
Are you the first writer who has been a writer in residence in the Australian 
prison system? 
No. no- there have been predecessors. Rodney Hall, who's the chairman 
of the Australia Council, was, I think, perhaps one of the first people in 
Australia to work in prisons. Other people, too, did it before I came on the 
aame. But I think that I've probably been a bit more militant than some 
of those other people, and that I've kept niggling away, sometimes under 
pat adversity; I don't buckle under to authority figures, because of my 
own background, my two brothers had both been in gaol, so I have a pas-
concern about gaols. And- I'm a fighter. And I think you have to 
a fighter to work in that environment. 
and books; books of poetry; performance. As a performance poet, you are 
letting words lie inert on the page, but you're actively involved in a process 
translatimr - what you've already written down, you tra~1slate. 
I'm always trying to bring those words alive at public readings, and 
that is important. But I think, too, that it's important that the 
are published, and that I'll always publish. And I guess one of the 
that I'm so keen to do public readings is because I want to live as 
-1 don't want to live through getting unemployment benefits and 
poetry and telling lies on sheets to the Government each week, 
a lot of other people do. That bothers me; but if I can do lots of 
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public readings, and if people can hear my voice- they don't need to hear 
me read every poem, but they're gonna know how to read my stuff. And 
I'll challenge people; I'll say, 'Take these books home, don't read the 
poems sitting in a lounge chair under your standard lamp, but jump up 
and do them - you know how I do them: you do them!' One of the rea-
sons that poetry is not all that popular is because teachers in schools, for 
instance - and for that matter, I suppose, lecturers at universities- have 
to front up to that same group of people day after day after day, and often 
they don't want to put themselves on the line and take a chance on 
performing a poem as I would perform it and make a goose out of them-
selves when they have to front those people every day; where, on the one-
off, I come in, I go out, and that's the end of it. But I think it's good that 
the system is accommodating people like me and allowing me to get up 
and have a public voice in schools and colleges and unis now. 
How much compromise do you allow yourself in order to avoid too much of a sep-
aration between orality and print, when the particular nature and quality of your 
message is at stake? This question of the message, of its transcription, and of 
potential illformation loss can be quite problematical. 
Well, I try to lay the poem on the page as a script. I see the poem not just 
as a poem but as a script for performance. So I would hope that through 
my work in schools, particularly in South Australia, which is my home 
state, that I'm trying to teach kids how to read poetry. And not many 
people do really know how to read poetry. Anyone who knows how to 
read a poem can pick up my book and should be able to get the message, 
I figure. I might be wrong; I'm just one little speck. 
For your performance style, which is electrifying for an audiwce, it would be very 
useful to have your books published together with tapes of your perfonnance ... 
My book Triggers has been launched already in South Australia, in New 
South Wales and in Western Australia, but the official launch of it is going 
to be at the Australian Association for English Teachers and the Australian 
Reading Association annual general conference at the Wrest Point Casino 
later this year. I would like to be able at some stage to couple the book 
with a cassette tape and a video. That way I'll be an exportable commod-
ity - anywhere in the world, basically. And that will give me a much 
greater coverage. I've had plenty of opportunities to do video in the past, 
but I've always steered clear of it because I thought that it was just a way 
of prostituting the artist; because people take fuckin pirate copies, and I 
guess you can't blame them, because most of the world's in recession. But 
I've reconsidered my views towards that and I think that I've probably 
had a small-minded approach to it, and that my book-sales will grow from 
video, and people will be more enquiring and want to know more about 
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me, and will perhaps buy the other books. And the first book is now in 
its 8th reprint, the second book has sold five thousand copies, and the 
third book sold five thousand in eight months- No Ticket No Start . Five 
thousand in eight months - I mean, in Australia that's not bad! 
From your approach to writing as you express it in Triggers, and from the care 
and consistency you obviously invest in your public performances, it's clear that 
you're aware of how crucial the interplay is between craft and communication; 
but maybe you see limits and limitations. I'm talking here about your perception 
of other people's writing. You may draw the line where a writer's thought gets 
too devious or 'crafty' (in a playful sense) for high-impact contact with an audi-
ence or a readership. In such respects, you seem to have a pretty effective shit-
detector as far as other writers are concerned. Where do you begin baulking at 
other writers' efforts to come to terms with what they conceive of as 'reality'? Is 
the only true reality for you your own, or can you accept parallel universes? 
I can only accept reality as I know it, and I guess I've read many books 
that I've had to stop reading because they don't reflect the realness of the 
situation. There was the case in Australia of a book winning a Miles 
Franklin Award, and I won't name the book; and I don't see myself as a 
great literary critic, and I've been asked at times to write critiques on 
books; and I'm not really interested in doing that. I guess I read this book 
on great recommendation, and the book was just so inadequate for me 
that 1 thought, how do they give out these literary awards? Is it through 
the writers knowing where to put colons and semi-colons and commas 
and full-stops and how to paragraph? Or is it on what they know about 
the subject they're writing about? Somehow, I think that the colons and 
the semi-colons are incidental; they have to be roughly in the right place. 
This particular book It was about a working-class pub in Sydney. And it 
just didn't ring true - I mean, this bloke had had a fuckin peek through 
the door, and I reckon he'd been too terrified to go in. But he's had a look, 
he's seen a bit of rough trade, and he's thought: Tll run home and write 
a bit on this - tills is all right!' Then the next day he's thought: 'Well, I 
haven' t quite got enough, I'll go back and have another look/ and he's 
looked in, and it's looked a little bit rougher, so he's thought, 'I'll just 
have a little look through the gap here, or I might even sit in the car for 
an hour and watch who goes in and who comes out, and then I'll know 
what they look like.' But he's never actually been in there and fuckin 
heard how they respond to one another. I mean, it never worked for me; 
I hand-balled it to my brother, who's a former merchant seaman; he said 
it was the greatest heap of shit he'd ever read. And I hand-balled it on to 
other blokes in the prison system, and it wasn't anyone's reality who lived 
that culture. And I guess that's why I have to implicitly know that 
on the right track when I'm writing something, because I know that 
always going to be someone in the audience who can pull me up 
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if I'm wrong. [ ... ] It doesn't matter if you're over the other side of the 
world, there's always someone that can check you out. And that's import-
ant to me, because I know that if anyone wants to fire off from the audi-
ence, I'll be able to fuckin back up at a hundred miles an hour. Though I 
don't drop off in a hurry at all, if I write something. My old man told me 
a few things in my life. The two major sayings that he gave me were 'per-
sistence pays dividends' and 'hurry slowly'. I don't think there's anything 
better than 'hurry slowly' for a writer. When I first started writing I used 
to hurry quickly, and it meant that I'd stay up until four o'clock in the 
morning, fuckin race down to the post office, and send a poem off to a 
literary journal, then look at it in a different head-space the next day and 
think, 'Fuck, that word's wrong,' or 'I could have said that a better way,' 
so now I'm inclined to sleeve stuff away in a drawer, leave it for a week, 
go back when I'm in a different head-space, check it out. And I'll need to 
be one hundred percent happy with it, because once it's there and it's 
committed to the page it's there for life. I mean, there's no fuckin second 
chances, there's no jumping off the fuckin bus when you're on the bus; as 
Ken Kesey said: 'If you're on the bus, you're on the bus.' I'll re-write my 
own work - but only before it gets typeset. 
In your own life you have in some important respects undergone a massive sea-
change in terms of your attitudes, behaviour, relationships etcetera. But at the 
same time there must be a core of your own personality that's persisted un-
changed all the way through, and which is part of the driving force that got you 
writing in the first place and- leaving the continuing urge for professional sur-
vival aside- part of the driving force that's kept you writing continues to inform 
everything you do, even though you're concentrating on heads and people and the 
fates of other people. You're concentrating yourself outwards, but drawi,1g from 
your own innermost depths. What do you think makes you tick, and keeps you 
ticking over, in the sense of how Geoff Goodfellow the man connects up with Geoff 
Goodfellow the poet? Is there any sense in which you are writing out your own 
history, therapeutically or otherwise? 
Oh, most definitely! Unreservedly so. Besides those two sayings of my old 
man, there is another one of his: 'you never compromise your integrity.' 
I'm definitely trying to understand myself and my life and the lives of 
those people around me, and that's why I write. I naturally write for an 
audience, too. I'm not the type of bloke that's going to sit down and write 
a poem to amuse myself - one that will never be shown to the world. I 
find writing hard, I don't think it's easy, I don't think it ever gets any 
easier; and if I'm going to write something I'll write it to- to make a quid, 
to make an earning, to survive; because I don't want to go and do any-
thing else. I mean, I don't make my money just from writing, because you 
can't make your money from writing, especially poetry. But I make my 
money from what Eric Beach - a New Zealander originally - said is 'the 
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perks of poetry.' And I like that saying. So it's readings, workshops, sem-
inars. But I don't do any personal writing in a journal; I expose myself, 
and I guess that writing is a bit like nudism. I mean, I can take my clothes 
off and run round the room and say, 'Look at me! Look at me!' and the 
audience wouldn't get much of a thrill, especially on a cold day. But I 
think that I can thrill an audience on a cold day or a hot day by exposing 
the inner part of me and showing people that there is no shame. I mean, 
you live your life and you have regrets, certainly; but I don't try to file 
Btuff away in the Not to be Exposed basket. And I guess that's to do with 
your integrity. Not everyone is going to like you, but you can't make 
everyone like you. But I don't need everyone to like me. I mean, I like my-
self! I think I'm not a bad bloke! And I guess that's a problem with many 
of the people that I work with, especially in gaols - that they don' t like 
themselves very much. And a lot of the girls that I work with, those that 
have been sexually abused- they fuckin hate themselves. But I think that 
amongst bad there's always good. And I guess that came from my par-
ents, too - that there are some bad bastards in the world, but most of 
those bad bastards have got a bit of good in them if you dig deep enough 
ID find it. I don't want to charm my audience by saying, 'Look, I'm a 
fucldn nice guy, and I'm a moral guardian of the world' - you can't be a 
1110ral guardian of the world; I don' t try to be morally prescriptive. I 
would try, though, to be suggestive, and allow people to make up their 
wn minds. I might want to lead them in a particular way, and I certainly 
try to do that; but without necessarily saying 'This is the only path.' 
maybe the only path that I know, but for some people it's a path that 
don't know. And if I can take them down some paths that they don't 
, I reckon I've done a fuckin good job! 
you were crawling round on all fours after your back injury -and this is 
in Triggers and it's part of the background or preface that you employ 
your readings - there was a book lying on the floor, and for me this book has 
mythical proportions because you never- until I read Triggers- named 
author of the book. It could equally as well have been an anthology of the best 
British or something. And, in Triggers, it turns out it was Banjo Paterson. 
Paterson was responsible for disseminating some pretty potent Australian 
which have nourished many generations of realistically-inclined Austral-
- olaly, a combination of myth and reality. You don't sell myths. How do 
connect up with Banjo? 
it was to see that he was using simple language. And I think that the 
that I'd been previously exposed to at school had been talking 
fir trees. And fur as I understood it was something that grew on 
The only poetry that I can remember from school is by John Mase-
and I picked up a book from over there earlier today, and I sort of 
at myself when I picked it up: the title about the sea (an Oxford 
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anthology by Jonathan Raban lying on the table]. And as soon as I picked 
up that book, the words went through my head. This is the only poetry 
from school I can remember. 'The sea, the sea, the open sea,/ The blue, 
the fresh, the ever free'; poet: John Masefield. Now, I remember learning 
that like you had to learn Pythagoras' Theorem for maths classes at school. 
And that's the only poetry that I remember from school. I think the only 
reason that I connect up with it is because I'm untypical of many 
Australians, inasmuch as I've got red hair, and pale skin. And every time 
I went down to the sea as a kid I got fuckin burned! And it was always 
a savage fuckin time for me, going to the sea. It also meant that I would 
have had to have got two lots of public transport, because we lived a long 
way from the sea in terms of Adelaide, and I never went to the sea all that 
much. But the majority of poetry that I read didn' t relate to my life. But 
this Banjo Paterson book - it wasn't really relating to my life, either, 
because it was about an Australia that'd long gone, and all that mythology 
about bushmen, it's shit as far as most Australians are concerned, but we 
hang on to it - well, some of us. One of the reasons why I don't say at 
readings that it was Banjo Paterson is probably' cause I like Henry Lawson 
better. And a poem like 'Faces in the Street'- you know, I might read that 
about three times a year, especially in the economic climate that we're in 
today, because we're suffering in Australia, and I guess there's suffering 
all over the world. But 'Faces in the Street' -I mean, it's a beautiful poem, 
and it could've been a 1980s poem as well as an 1880s! Well, it was just 
that easy way of using language, I suppose, that I saw initially. And when 
I stopped reading Paterson, I thought: 'I've got all these stories in me.' I 
mean, he's talking about all these characters, and I thought: I know plenty 
of characters. So, what am I gonna do? Am I going to write poems or am 
I going to write stories? And I thought, 'Fuck, if you wrote a story you'd 
have to write about two thousand five hundred words, but if you wrote 
a poem you could do it in two hundred and fifty words!' I thought, 'Well, 
poetry will be easier, I'll write poetry.' I now think that it's easier to write 
a piece of prose than it is to write a poem. But I like the effects when I've 
written a poem, because I can grab someone in three minutes rather than 
have to stretch them out over twenty minutes to tell them the same thing. 
They have to think a bit, they have to use their own imaginations a bit 
more ... 
No Ticket No Start's got a marvellous picture on the front of you in a blood 
bucket reading to a circle of admiring building-workers on site. Perhaps we should 
come to your involvement with building-workers, your role as a trade-union activ-
ist, the question of how such performance affects your use of language, and the 
kind of response you're getting from what is after all a very unusual audience for 
a poet. And to pick up from that: you told us how the prison authorities regard 
you and your work; what do the bosses in the industrial sector think of your 
activities? 
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The media in Australia are a bunch of right-wingers who definitely set up 
the climate for even working-class people to be anti what I was doing. 
There were headlines in the papers that read 'Bosses' Dread Poets Society' 
and another newspaper report that carried a full-page story saying, 'He's 
Our Modern-Day Banjo Paterson (But We're Not Ready For Him Yet)' and 
they've interviewed ten people in the street and got their comments and 
they've all said 'These blokes should be on the job working- they're paid 
to work and not to listen to poetry; if they want to listen to poetry, let 'em 
go and do it in their own time'; but my answer to that is: if they were 
&aing to go and listen to poetry in their own time, it's something that they 
wouldn't do, and I reckon we get educated right through our life- but a 
lot of people consider that we go to school and we get an education and 
then we leave school and education finishes. But we do learn new things 
every day of the week. And employers have got a responsibility to 
educate their work-force. If they're going to employ people, they've got 
a responsibility to those people, and we shouldn't live just for dollars and 
cents; we need that, we have a vested interest in being able to make 
1DOney to survive, but money shouldn't be the end of the penny section 
- we need quality of life also. A lot of people who go to work on 
plauilding-sites have been people like myself who left school at fourteen or 
Jlfteen years of age, who never see art as being important, who will go 
build an art gallery but will never go back to it, who will build the 
that poetry is read out in, but would never go to hear a poet be-
they think it's poofter stuff, because they've only been exposed to 
old British poetry- and I can only talk about Australian schools in 
era. Now it's different; I mean, it is starting to change. But anyone 
knows anything about education knows that the syllabus does lag 
around about twenty years as a rule, and I guess that academics 
got a vested interest there because the research material is on their 
and it's easy to sell the old stuff; you don't have to think much 
what's going on, you don't have to look any further than your 
IIOOkShelves, you don't have to get off your arse and drag yourself away 
your own family; you can have that quality of life with your family, 
go down the beach, or ratting off somewhere for a dirty weekend. But 
want to show those blokes on building-sites how poetry can reflect 
illdinary everyday events in ordinary everyday language. I want, too, for 
bosses to hear me; I was keen for the bosses to hear me as much as I 
keen for the workers to hear me. And I'll quite often say to the boss 
I walk through a building-site, 'Look, I'm pullin' up two hundred and 
of your blokes, but just 'cause you've got a fuckin white shirt and a 
mate, don't feel like you' have to fuckin stay in the backdrop- get 
arse out the front and have a listen, too!' And initially, most of them 
'No thanks, I'll go and do some real work'; but curiosity kills the cat, 
most of them had to come and have a sticky-beak. But after they'd 
me reading poems about domestic violence, and drug and alcohol 
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abuse, and other poems on racism and sexism, many of them started to 
say, 'Look, I've got another site up the road, fuckin' hit that! you know, 
didn't know your stuff was gonna be dealing with issues, I thought it was 
just some fuckin union ploy to pull the blokes up.' So, many of the 
employers have actually come on side with me; but many of them try and 
manipulate me, I suppose. I went to Western Australia last year and I 
worked at the Burrup Peninsula, which is the big gas works, and they 
have a big plant there that they call a train, where they convert gas into 
liquid and ship it off to Japan. And this French boss that worked there 
took me on a guided tour of the plant- wouldn't allow me to pull up all 
the workers, but said 'You can pull up small groups of workers and read 
poetry to six or eight blokes at a time.' So I guess I compromised with 
him, 'cause I knew if I didn't do that I would be reading to no-one,and I 
was interested in having a sticky-beak- I mean, I've got that curious edge 
about myself, too. We're all sticky-beaks, I suppose. So I go off on this 
tour with him, but he keeps saying to me all the time: 'You must write a 
poem about the company, you must write a poem about the company, 
show the harmony, show the harmony!' And I says, 'Oh yeah, mate, I'll 
show the fuckin harmony all right.' He just became so repetitive he was 
just like a fuckin chanting line in a poem. And he said: We'll publish the 
poem in our company journal.' So I sal on the plane on the way home and 
started to write it, and shortly after I got back to Adelaide, I was happy 
with it and sent the poem off. But of course he didn't like the tone of the 
poem, because he was a Frenchman; he didn't have an Australian sense 
of humour, 1 guess. The poem is one of those, again, distinctly Australian 
poems, because it uses phrases and words that would only be known by 
Australians. I'll read it to you, and maybe talk a little bit about the 
language that's in this poem. It's called 'The Pilbara Work Force': 
There are no railway lines into Karratha 
but mobs of workers wait to join the train 
Big Baldy sells platform tickets -
and gets full freight for wild-west slaves 
when a ticket gets a start 
but the conductor checks them all 
frog-squatting on his desk 
demanding harmony 
he is known to check old scores 
then sing the blues to union heads 
when he finds a note that sounds off-key 
harmony is what he asks 
and he likes to dictate all the lyrics 
no stops 
no shunts 
no arcing-up at awkward points 
are his demands 
but when the mercury reaches fifty 
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there's no inclement weather clause to cool the tools 
'No fochi way,' the workers say 
yet from his airconditioned hut 
their conductor stays 
to tap his tune 
clacketty-clack stay on track 
clacketty-clack stay on track 
clacketty-clack stay on track 
but the workers have developed 
a variation on his theme 
and through the Pilbara now 
their harmony rings off ironstone in the rising heat 
clacketty-dack up the whack 
clacketty-clack up the whack 
clacketty-clack up the whack 
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Now, the reference there to Big Baldy is to the union rep, and he sells the 
platform tickets,which are the 'no ticket, no start' - he sells union tickets, 
and gets full freight for Wild West slaves- y'know, top wages, for those 
slaves who go out to the wild West, and it's pretty wild territory out 
there. But the conductor checks them off, frog-squatting on his desk de-
manding harmony - I mean, this Frenchman would get reports in from 
other industrial sources all over Australia to see if they've got a militant 
activist likely to get a start. And he's known to check old scores, then sing 
the blues to union heads when he finds a note that sounds off-key. J 
mean, anyone who wasn't right on with his politics wasn't gonna get a 
start. And he kept this 'harmony, harmony' to me all the time, harmony 
is what he asked, and he likes to dictate all the lyrics. No stops, no shunts 
-a shunt is another way of saying a start.. No arcing-up; and workers out 
there talk about arcing-up: 'We'll fuckin arc up if they wanta give us 
fuckin shit.' Comes from arc-welding. When the mercury reaches fifty 
there's no inclement weather clause to cool the tools - even at fifty de-
grees those blokes have to stay out there and work in the sun. And I find 
it incredible that there's no inclement weather clause like they have in 
other capital cities. When it's thirty-four degrees in the city it's knock-off 
time. No Fochi way, the workers say - well, he was from E.P.T. Fochi, 
which are a French firm out there, so I just turned that around: no Fochi 
way. And they're building this train - the plant is called a train, so he's 
saying clacketty-clack, stay on track. And the workers are saying: 
dacketty-clack, up the whack. Up the whack means get the wages up a bit 
higher. Up the whack is not up the arse or anything, it's up the wages; the 
whack is the whack you get in the sky-rocket, in the pocket. So, when the 
company refused to publish the poem in their journal, the union sent me 
a fax and let me know, so I sent a fax off to the Western Australian news-
paper, and it became quite public. There was a slice in the paper where 
I said that I wasn't there to appease the demands of the company, and I 
wasn't there as a public relations consultant for the company, but I was 
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there to represent the workers. And my views reflected the views of 
workers. So I made a cassette tape of the poem, and they played it to a 
mass meeting of the workers, and then the union put out a poster where 
it said: 'Late last year some culture was introduced to the construction 
work-force on the North-West Shelf gas project in the form of Geoff Good-
fellow, working-class poet. As a result of his visit on site, he sent back a 
poem of his thoughts on the project, and in turn a request was made to 
the project managers, K.J.K., to include the poem, ''The Pilbara Work 
Force", in the construction newsletter, The Burrup Builder. K.J.K. refused 
the request, with some excuse that it did not fit their editorial line. 
Therefore the poem has been printed on this poster for workers on site to 
enjoy without Big Brother, K.J.K., inflicting any censorship.' And then: 
'Definition of censor, from The Macquarie Dictionary: 1. An official who 
examines books, plays, news reports, films, radio programs etc. for the 
purpose of suppressing parts deemed objectionable on moral, political, 
military or other grounds. 2. Any person who supervises the manners or 
morality of others.' So that poster went up all around the town, I was in 
that same town later, seeing a blue on that same job, and attended a stop-
work meeting of three hundred and fifty workers, I addressed the workers 
and they all walked off the job and went home. The union officials that 
introduced me then went in to negotiate with the management; when the 
management head saw me, he said: 'He's not coming in,' and they said: 
'He's coming in, he's with the Trades and Labour Council and he's com-
ing in to the meeting'; and he said, 'No, you'll have to wait out here in the 
foyer.' And the union official said, 'Are you worried about him writing a 
poem, are you?' And he looked at me, and I said: 'Mate, if you're worried 
about me writing a fuckin poem, you just make me wait in the fuckin 
foyer and you're fuckin guaranteed of one! If I come to the meeting, then 
you may get one- but you may not; but if I'm in the fuckin foyer, you've 
fuckin got one!' And he said: 'You better come in.' 
